WEDDING 
BELL 
BLUES 


A Cautionary Tale 





Few events compare to a first brush with 
the future in-laws. This is that story. 


It was August 17, 1980, when | arrived in 
Salem, Oregon. I'd been “pen pals” for six 
months with a woman I'd never met, yet 
there | was, knocking at her door, arms filled 
with meager belongings, my fluttering heart 
brimming with hope. Her name - Mitzi. 


She was the eldest of four children, a 
transplant from International Falls, 
Minnesota. Attending Law School, she was 
about to start the second year in her three 
year quest. | was unemployed, a vagabond 
with $285-dollars and little else to my name. 
Inauspicious at best. Absurd at worst. 


In spite of the challenges, we hit it off 
quickly. On day 10 of our relationship, over 
morning coffee, Mitzi put it to me clearly. 


“Marry me or get out,” she pressed. 


Mind you, | was a bonafide bachelor of 

some 30 years. I’d had a few dalliances, but 
the thought of entering a marriage contract 
had always seemed a distant consideration. 


Still, | was unemployed, without means, in a 
strange city |800-miles from anything 
recognizable. 


My answer to Mitzi’s bold exaction had to 
be clear, unambiguous. A fine needle to 
thread. My delicate situation required a 
blend of pragmatism and realpolitik. 


| was running out of maneuvering space. 
“Give me 24-hours,?” | begged. 


Buying time is a sign of desperation. It was 
the only play | could muster. Her cross 
examination continued unabated. My 
helplessness was clear. She knew all the 
pressure points. | was floundering. 


“You have until tomorrow morning,” she said. 





After a sleepless night spent considering what 
the future might hold if | were to accede or 
ignore her injunction, | popped the question 
over coffee at the card table, the wobbling 
stand serving as my buttress. 


But asking the question only led to more 
questions. She squeezed harder, unrelenting. 


“When,?” she cross-examined. 


My mind swirled, the blood drained from my 
face. This woman was serious. 


Looking from the corner of my eye at the 
daily newspaper she was reading, | noted the 
date - August 27th. How could she make this 
adjuration? We've barely known each other 
for ten short days! 


“How about New Years Eve?” 
| hoped the stall tactic might buy enough time 
to sort out my over-exposure in this taxing 


situation. 


“New Years Eve it is,’ Mitzi replied.“‘You'”d better 
figure how you're going to pay for it,’ she added. 


ee 


By late November, I’d 
resigned myself to the 
reality of marriage. 
Event planning was 

was largely settled. 

It was to be a quiet 
affair. As | had not yet 
found useful employment 
the nuptials would be small and inexpensive. 
So chintzy, we did not invite Mitzi’s parents 
or my mother. We assumed they already 
thought us cuckoo to go through with the 
marriage to begin with. We didn’t want 
parental judgement raining on our parade. 





We lived in a tiny studio apartment 
in the decrepit YWCA women’s 
housing. We did not have a 
telephone. We used a pay phone 
down the hall to maintain contact 
with the wider world. One 
Saturday morning in early 
December the pay phone rang. Mitzi padded 
down the hall in her bath robe. | could hear 
her end of the conversation. It sounded like 
she was talking to her mother. 





When she came through the door, | 
immediately sensed something had gone 
askew, and not in a good way. 


“My parents are in Oregon,” Mitzi mourned. 
“They’e visiting my aunt and uncle in Cascade 
Locks. They want to meet you.” 

“Say what,?” | whimpered. 

Being perennially short-sighted, I’d not 
imagined this particular chain reaction. 

In an attempt at denial, | proffered a poorly 
chosen question. 


“How bad could it be?” 


“You have no idea,” Mitzi responded. 


We did not own a car. 
So we scraped-up 
enough cash for 

2 tickets on the Big 
Dog to Cascade Locks - a small town in the 
Columbia River Gorge. | stepped-up into 
the bus, riddled with trepidation. | was 
already bedding their first born, an 
unspeakable aberration. Meeting the in-laws 
was rife with consternation. 





Mitzi’s aunt and Uncle 

met us at the front door. 
Both were cordial, but. 
neither seemed pleased. 
“Your father’s in the basement watching TV,” 
Nola warned. She gave me a sideways glance. 





“I suppose youre the new boyfriend,’ Jerome 
forewarned. “Grab a beer and we'll go meet 
your future Father-in-Law.” He chuckled softly. 


“Go ahead,” Mitzi said. “Everything should be 
alright once the ice is broken.” 


Having grown-up in the Minnesota ... where 
folks drown regularly, plunging through thin 
lake ice...| considered her metaphor poorly 
chosen. 


‘“Where’s mom,” Mitzi petitioned. 

“She ran to the bathroom,” Nola sputtered 
Timidly, | skulked downstairs to face the ire 
of the sire of the woman | planned to wed. 


Knowing that best laid plans falter, | walked 
the premarital plank to face my destiny. 





A cold sweat broke out 
when Archie spotted 
my countenance. His 
blank stare triggered a 
flight-or-fight instinct. | 
remained - reluctantly. 





“You must be the boy my baby girl’s all hot n’ 
bothered about,’ Archie disclosed. 


“A pleasure to meet you, Sir.” | muttered. 
“My name’s John.” 


“| know all about you John,” he sneered. 


“Would you happen to have a beer,” | said 


Thankfully, Uncle Jerome - a guy with little 
invested in this sad pas de deux - showed up 
with a can of Olympia. Popping the top, he 
began the inquisition. 


“So, are you two sleeping together?” 


Knowing that regardless of how | answered 


his accusation, my reply would be delinquent. 


| decided to throw spaghetti at the wall to 
see what might stick. 


“As you know, I have only the best intentions 
toward Mitzi. She’s a wonderful person.” 


Derisively, Archie responded. “I know all 
about your intentions.” 


With that ice broken, a lengthy interrogation 
ensued. Slowly, | won small confidence. | 
could breathe. The searing pain in my neck 
subsided. The situation seemed less dire. 
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Later that evening, when the awkwardness of 
where Mitzi and | were to sleep was under 
discussion, she put her Nordic foot down. 


“We'll be sharing a bed,” she declared. 
| maintained radio silence. 
Jerome spoke. “We've got just the solution.” 


The next thing | heard was the tinkling of a 
small bell. Archie held it up. He demanded 
we follow him and Jerome to the bedroom. 


The two old-timers hustled ahead of us. 
By the time we got to the boudoir, they’d 
tied the brass gong to the headboard. 


“If we hear any bells ringing tonight...” 
The unsaid remained unspoken. 


| whispered to Mitzi, “What the hell is this?’ 
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I have a plan.” 


With parents, aunts and uncles tucked safely 
into bed, Mitzi 
and | “rang that 
bell” with vigor 
until 3AM. 
Nothing more 
was said at 
breakfast. 
With the in- 
laws mollified, 
all that 
remained was 
to survive the 
ceremony. 
Another story for another day. 
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